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Qualitative Responses to Pre-employment Drug 
Testing in the Foodservice Industry 
By Miranda Kitterlin and Lisa Moll 
ABSTRACT 
Employee substance abuse has long time been a topic of concern for the 
hospitality industry.   Operating under the assumption that drug-users, and 
associated undesirable behavior, can be eliminated from the hiring process, many 
operations have adopted pre-employment drug-testing policies.  Despite being 
represented across the industry as a major target of effort and resources, it is 
suggested that the perceived sensitive-nature of the subject has somewhat 
hindered access to qualitative information.  The purpose of this research was to 
assess and explore the attitudes, beliefs and perceptions of both management and 
employees in the foodservice industry regarding pre-employment drug-testing 
and its impact on work performance.  Through the use of a phenomenological 
survey, qualitative data was collected then used to identify themes in participants’ 
perceptions of such screening policies and their effects.  Results and implications 
of these findings are discussed. 
Key Words: drug-testing, foodservice, employee attitudes, work performance 
INTRODUCTION 
The United States Department of Health and Human Services (2009) 
reports that nearly 75 percent of adult drug users in the United States hold 
employment.  With 7,652,400 adults working in the foodservice industry, one can 
assume that this facet of hospitality is affected by the phenomenon (Bureau of 
Labor Statistics, 2009).  Government reports (U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services, 2009) advise that when compared to their non-using 
counterparts, substance abusers display a higher rate of turnover, absenteeism, 
and workplace accidents, as well as decreased productivity.  Thus, the putative 
effects of employee substance abuse (high employee absenteeism and turnover, 
crime and violence, on-the-job accidents, poor productivity, higher medical costs, 
low employee morale, poor decision making) result in a large cost for businesses 
in the industry (Elliot & Shelley, 2005).  In order to reduce the likelihood of such 
undesired behavior, foodservice industry supervisors and employers have 
increasingly pushed for pre-employment drug-testing as the proactive solution.  
Yet, neither the actual perceived impact nor the employee perspectives on this 
practice have been exhaustively explored, and a review of the literature related to 
pre-employment drug-testing and substance abuse in employment shows 
implications that are inconsistent with this assumption (Kitterlin & Erdem, 2009; 
Levine & Rennie, 2004; Normand, Salyards, & Mahoney, 1990; Parish, 1989; 
Stark, 1991).  
The purpose of this study was to explore the attitudes, beliefs and 
perceptions of foodservice employees regarding pre-employment drug-testing.  
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Given the lack of information on how this population perceives the practice of 
pre-employment drug-testing, a qualitative inquiry approach was adopted to 
capture the viewpoint of this integral group of stakeholders for the foodservice 
industry.  In an attempt to fill gaps in the existing body of knowledge, the 
following research questions were formed:  
1. How is pre-employment drug-testing in the foodservice industry 
perceived by foodservice employees? 
2. What benefits and/or opportunities do foodservice employees in 
support of testing associate with pre-employment drug-testing in 
their industry? 
3. What negative outcomes do foodservice employees associate with 
pre-employment drug-testing for their workplace?  
LITERATURE REVIEW 
Characteristics of the Foodservice Industry  
The United States foodservice industry employment is expected to 
grow to 8,413,100 by 2018 (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2009).  Overall 
employment of these workers is expected to increase by 10 percent over the 
2008-2018 decade, which is about the average forecasted for all occupations.  
However, the Bureau of Labor Statistics has predicted that food and beverage 
serving and related workers will have one of the largest numbers of new jobs 
arise over this projected period—about 761,000.  The employment of combined 
food preparation and serving workers, which includes fast-food workers, is 
expected to increase 14 to 19 percent, which is greater than the average for all 
occupations, a trend that has occurred for the last decade (Bureau of Labor 
Statistics, 2009; National Restaurant Association, 2012).  According to the 
National Restaurant Association (2012), restaurant-industry sales will total $632 
billion in 2012, which will comprise 4 percent of the U.S. gross domestic 
product. 
Given the significant contribution that the restaurant industry makes to 
the economy, the fact that more than 4.2% of the industry’s total work force 
consists of users of illicit drugs, accounting for more than 400,000 of the nation’s 
foodservice employees, is a phenomenon that has garnered attention (Zuber, 
1997). Empirical research has proposed that regardless of personal background, 
steadily employed workers are less likely to drink alcohol and/or use illicit drugs, 
including marijuana (Zhang & Snizek, 2003).  However, statistics on substance 
abuse in the U.S. restaurant industry seem to contradict these findings.  Of the 
adults working full-time in the restaurant industry between 2002 and 2004, the 
U.S. Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration approximated 
that one out of every six had reported using illicit drugs.  This statistic has 
positioned the foodservice industry as the number one ranking business category 
for incidence of illegal substance abuse (“Drug use highest in foodservice”, 2007; 
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Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration [SAMHSA], 2009; 
Zuber, 1997).   
 The prevalence of substance abuse in the restaurant industry can be 
attributed to several factors.  First, the labor pool consists of workers whose 
average ages range from 16- to 25-years-old, an age group that tends to have a 
higher rate of substance abuse (“Industry must take steps”, 1997; Zuber, 1997).  
Other factors that contribute to the phenomenon include late-night work hours, 
greater accessibility to cash on hand, speed and intensity of work demanded, and 
low management surveillance (“Industry must take steps”, 1997; Spector, 2001; 
Zuber, 1997).    
Organizational Justice Theory  
Organizational justice theories have previously been drawn upon to 
develop a systematic way of predicting the possible impact of drug programs on 
employee attitudes and behavior (Crant & Bateman, 1989; Greenburg, 1990).  
This theory suggests that workplace fairness perceptions will cause employees to 
react in a variety of ways, and these reactions can be attitudinal and behavioral.  
Employee reactions may be directed toward a specific workplace practice, the 
employing organization, co-workers and management, and/or the employee 
themselves (Crant & Bateman, 1989).  Justice theories propose that an employee 
will respond to their judgment about the fairness of a drug-testing program by 
adjusting their cognition, attitude, or behavior to reduce any discomfort or 
dissonance they feel they are experiencing (Crant & Bateman, 1989; McClintock 
& Keil, 1982).  
 A drug-testing program that employees perceive to be unfair, or unjust, 
may result in actions of moral outrage and righteousness, efforts to change or 
beat the system, highly cohesive work groups that exhibit antagonistic behavior 
towards management, as well as reduced work performance (Crant & Bateman, 
1989; Mark & Folger, 1984).  A program perceived to be unfair may result in 
employee attitudes of resentment and anger, behaviors to change or beat the 
policy, or behaviors to deal with the injustice.  Conversely, a program perceived 
by employees as being fair will invoke a number of desirable reactions by 
employees, including an increase in the employee’s organizational commitment 
and trust in management, a decrease in turnover intention, and increased 
employee compliance with and support of the organization and its policies (Crant 
& Bateman, 1989; Folder & Greenberg, 1985; Konovsky & Cropanzano, 1991; 
Thibaut & Walker, 1975).   
 Crant and Bateman (1989) suggest that the central contextual variable 
that employees evaluate when determining justice is the perceived need for a 
drug-testing program in the workplace.  A test will be perceived as fair if an 
employee feels that their personal benefits outweigh the personal costs of 
submitting to the test.  In addition, if an industry is perceived by society as 
having a legitimate need for drug-testing policies, then it stands to reason that 
employees in this industry would perceive the need as significant (Crant & 
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Bateman, 1989; Kelley, 1973).  A perceived need for drug testing is often more 
present in industries associated with the maintenance of public safety, industries 
in which employee safety is at high risk, and in industries where employees put 
large amounts of money at risk (e.g., banking, investment).  Contrarily, if no such 
industry characteristics are present, employees may be more likely to question the 
need for a drug-testing program (Crant & Bateman, 1989).  
There are several influential factors that may affect an employee’s 
perception of drug testing.  The level of employee interdependency in an 
organization has been cited as an influencing factor in perceptions of drug-
testing business necessity (Crant & Bateman, 1989).  When employees are highly 
dependent upon one another to produce quality work, a drug-test may be 
perceived as needed and/or appreciated.  Employee perceptions of the need for 
drug-testing policies are also influenced by the individual characteristics of 
employees.  An employee’s drug-related behaviors and attitudes, demographic 
characteristics, use (or nonuse) of substances, general attitude toward substance 
use and drug-testing, and personality type will impact that employee’s need 
perception (Crant & Bateman).  It is likely that an employee who has a negative 
attitude towards drug use will feel a greater need for the presence of a drug-
testing program; positive attitudes towards use may result in lack of perceived 
need.  Finally, there is an expectation that an employee’s personality 
characteristics will affect their drug-testing need perception.  It is predicted that 
acceptance and compliance will be observed among employees who are 
characteristically authoritarian, and dogmatic, as well as those who have a more 
external locus of control (Crant & Bateman, 1989; Steiner & Johnson, 1963; 
Strickland, 1977).  Other personality characteristics that play a role in need 
perception are the level of an individual’s cognitive moral development, 
perceptions of privacy invasion, discomfort associations, and fear of false 
accusation (Crant & Bateman, 1989; Mastrangelo & Popovich, 2000; Rynes, 
1993; Trevino, 1986).    
Previous Hospitality-Focused Drug-Testing Research    
While organizational justice theory has been used in previous drug-
testing literature, is has not yet been applied to similar studies in the hospitality 
industry.  Kitterlin and Erdem (2009) used in-depth interviews to explore 
restaurant employee opinions and perceptions of substance abuse in the work 
place and use of pre-employment drug testing policies.  Results indicated that 
restaurant industry employees held similar attitudes, beliefs, and perceptions 
towards pre-employment drug-testing in the restaurant industry, and that the 
majority of participants found this practice to be neither necessary nor beneficial 
as compared to the time, money, and personal access involved.  The study’s 
results are limited, however, as the sample size was minimal (ten participants 
working at two properties).  A later study by Kitterlin and Moreo (2012) found 
related results, indicating that properties with and without pre-employment drug-
testing policies displayed no significant difference in rates of absenteeism, 
turnover, and work-related accidents.    
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Despite the previous research that has been performed related to drug-
testing and employment, there are still numerous questions that remain 
unanswered.  Little research has been performed to assess either employee 
responses in the hospitality industry or the holistic phenomenon of drug-testing 
in the foodservice industry.  A more comprehensive understanding of the drug-
testing in foodservice is necessary to fill obvious gaps in the literature, and to 
pave the way for further empirical study.  
Methodology 
Qualitative methods are called for when a complex, detailed 
understanding of the issue is needed, as well as when there is a desire to 
understand the context in which study participants address the issue (Creswell, 
2007).  A phenomenological survey was employed in an attempt to “reduce 
individual experiences with a phenomenon to a description of the universal 
essence” (p. 58).  When using this methodology, the researchers collect data from 
persons who have experienced the phenomenon, the phenomenon in this 
context being organizations’ decisions to employ or disregard the use of pre-
employment drug-testing in the foodservice industry.  The phenomenological 
survey method has been used previously across disciplines to collect 
phenomenological data from larger numbers of participants (Jones, Fernyhough, 
& Laroi, 2010; Nayani & David, 1996; Rudmin, 1994).  For a greater 
understanding of qualitative inquiry and research designs, including the 
phenomenological approach, refer to Creswell (2007).   
Data Collection  
Responses were collected through four open-response survey questions, 
the goal being to obtain as much information as possible from participants on 
the specified subject or topic (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).  Data collection was 
conducted online using the Qualtrics data collection service.  Participants 
received an email containing a brief explanation of the study and a link to the 
instrument.  Expected time required for completion was estimated at 15-20 
minutes.  Participation was voluntary, and all participants were asked the same 
main questions.  No incentive for participation was offered.  Prior to beginning 
the online survey, participants completed an online consent form.   
Instrument 
 A review of the related literature provided the foundation for the four 
survey questions.  Participants were asked to provide their thoughts on, 
perceptions of, and experiences with pre-employment drug-testing in the 
foodservice industry especially as it relates to the work performance aspects of 
employee absenteeism, turnover, and workplace safety.  As is common-practice 
in exploratory studies, a variety of demographic information was also collected 
from participants, including age, gender, ethnicity, employment level (hourly or 
management), employment area (front- or back-of-house), number of years 
worked in the industry, and presence of a pre-employment drug-testing policy at 
their current place of employment.  Prior to data collection, the online 
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instrument was pilot tested by twenty foodservice employees (ten hourly and ten 
managers) to ensure appropriate and complete content, as well as clear and 
concise questions.   
Sample  
A purposive sampling process employing criterion sampling strategy 
was used in this study; the criteria being that participants must currently work in 
the foodservice industry.  A sample of 182 foodservice employees was compiled, 
including 91 management staff and 91 hourly employees in a major southwestern 
U.S. city.  This location was selected for ease of access and to reach a sample 
representative of this study population across the nation.  Participants were 
recruited using food service listservs and social media groups, as well as through 
the regional chapter of the National Restaurant Association.  The sample 
included individuals working at properties both with and without existing pre-
employment drug-testing policies in place, and data collection was conducted 
over a three-month period.    
Data Analysis and Results  
Data Analysis Procedures  
When analyzing qualitative data in a phenomenological study, the 
researcher attempts to reduce participant responses to significant statements (or 
quotes), which are then combined into themes (Creswell, 2007).  Analysis 
consisted of the preparation and organization of the data, then reduction of the 
data into themes through a process of coding and condensing the codes, which 
could then represent the data in figures, tables or discussion.  The content of 
each participant response was broken into ‘data units’; this is described by Rubin 
and Rubin (2005) as “the comments made” broken down into “blocks of 
information that are examined together” (p. 202).  Data units were then 
combined across the responses to bring together discussions of concepts and 
determine what each concept means.  
Interpretive rigor was maintained during analysis through the use of 
within-design consistency, conceptual consistency, and consistency of inferences 
with each other within a study (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2002).  Participant 
responses were double-coded and coded by multiple researchers.  Detailed 
records were kept of what and why interpretative decisions were made.  Data 
were classified using categorical aggregation, and a pattern of categories was 
established (Creswell, 2007).  Direct interpretation was used, and naturalistic 
generalizations were developed (Creswell, 2007).   
Participant Demographics  
Participants were evenly divided into two groups, with 91 hourly 
employees and 91 management/supervisory staff.  The majority of respondents 
reported working in front-of-house positions (54.9%).  A large percentage of 
participants were White, non-Hispanic (69.2%) and male (67.0%).  The majority 
of respondents were between the ages of 22 and 40 (66.5%).  Respondents had 
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worked in the foodservice industry from 6 months to 45 years, with the average 
respondent having worked 13 years in the industry (M = 13.18, SD = 10.34).  
Nearly half of the respondents (47.8%) reported having had to submit to a pre-
employment drug-test prior to obtaining employment at their current positions, 
while 52.2% reported that no such test had been required.  A detailed report of 
participant demographics is presented in Table 1.  
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Table 1 
Demographic Profile of Participants 
Demographic Category    N  % 
Age  18-21 years old   10  5.5 
  22-25 years old   49  26.9 
  26-30 years old   28  15.4 
  31-40 years old   44  24.2 
  41-50 years old   25  13.7 
  51-60 years old   18  9.9 
  61 years and over   8  4.4 
Total   182  100.0 
Gender  Male    122  67.0 
  Female    60  33.0 
   Total   182  100.0 
Race / Ethnicity African-American   5  2.7 
  Asian-Pacific Islander   20  11.0 
  Hispanic    21  11.5 
  White, non-Hispanic   126  69.2 
  Other    10  5.5 
   Total   182  100.0 
Employment Level Hourly    91  50.0 
  Management   91  50.0 
   Total   182  100.0 
Employment Area Back-of-House   33  18.1 
  Front-of-House   100  54.9 
  Other*    25  13.7 
  Both    24  13.2 
   Total   182  100.0 
PEDT Required Yes    87  47.8 
  No    95  52.2 
   Total   182  100.0 
*Other employment areas included Food and Beverage Directors and Operations 
Directors. 
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Open Responses to Use of Pre-Employment Drug-Testing  
The first open response item focused on pre-employment drug-testing 
policies as they related to employee absenteeism, asking participants, “Do you 
think that restaurants with pre-employment drug tests have a lower rate of 
employee absenteeism?  Why or why not?”  Of the 182 participants, 47.8% of 
participants answered “No”, and indicated that they did not believe that a pre-
employment drug test would reduce employee absenteeism in the full-service 
restaurant industry; 33% percent responded “Yes”, and 19.2% did not provide a 
response.  
The second open response item focused on pre-employment drug-
testing policies as they related to employee turnover, asking participants, “Do 
you think that restaurants with pre-employment drug tests have a lower rate of 
employee turnover?  Why or why not?”  Of the 182 total participants, 46.2% 
answered “No”, that turnover could not be reduced by the presence of a pre-
employment drug-testing policy; 30.2% answered “Yes” and 23.6% had no 
response to this survey question.  
The third open response item focused on pre-employment drug-testing 
policies as they related to work-related accidents and injuries, asking participants, 
“Do you think that restaurants with pre-employment drug tests have a lower rate 
of employee accidents and injuries?  Why or why not?”  Of the total 182 
participants, 38.5% of participants felt that accidents and injuries could be 
reduced by the existence of a pre-employment drug-testing policy; 36.8% of 
respondents felt that accidents and injuries among restaurant industry employees 
would not be reduced by a pre-employment drug-testing policy, and 24.7%of 
participants did not respond to this survey item.   
The fourth (and final) question focused on overall feelings toward the 
use of pre-employment drug-testing, asking participants, “What are your general 
feelings about pre-employment drug-testing in the restaurant industry?”  In 
response to this item, 49% of the participants made comments that were not 
favorable of pre-employment drug-testing in the full-service restaurant industry; 
38% of respondents made favorable comments about the practice, and 13% 
made comments that indicted they were indifferent of this practice.  All 
participants responded to this survey item.  Table 2 displays the responses to 
each of the four survey questions.   
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Table 2 
Responses to Use of Pre-Employment Drug-Testing 
Survey Question       N % 
“Do you think that restaurants with pre-employment                                                                                                             
drug tests have a lower rate of employee absenteeism?”  Yes  60 33.0 
     No  87 47.8 
     No response 35 19.2  
     Total   182 100 
“Do you think that restaurants with pre-employment                                                                                                       
drug tests have a lower rate of employee turnover?”  Yes  55 30.2 
     No  84 46.2 
     No response 43 23.6 
     Total  182 100 
“Do you think that restaurants with pre-employment                                                                                                  
drug tests have a lower rate of employee 
accidents/injuries?”     Yes  70 38.5 
     No  67 36.8 
     No response  45 24.7 
     Total  182 100 
“What are your general feelings towards the use of                                                                                                                          
pre-employment drug-testing in the restaurant  
industry?      In favor  69 38 
     Opposed  89 49 
     No response  24 13 
      Total 182 100 
 
Themes, Ideas, and Theories  
More participants indicated that they did not consider pre-employment 
drug-testing to have a meaningful impact on work performance, and that they 
were not generally supportive of the use of this practice.  This, however, did not 
represent an overwhelming majority opinion, thus themes were identified for 
both those who were and were not supportive of the practice.  Concepts and 
themes were developed by evaluating the response content, as well as by looking 
at the previous literature.  After developing concepts, eight themes emerged 
among the two groups (those not favorable and those who were favorable 
towards the use of pre-employment drug-testing in foodservice).  Themes are 
represented in Table 3.  
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Table 3 
Emergent Themes 
Participant Group    Themes 
Participants who were not favorable  
toward pre-employment drug-testing.  Test results are not indicative of work performance.  
 
    No difference in restaurants that do and do not test.  
 
    Drug-testing is unnecessary in foodservice.  
  
Participants who were favorable toward  
pre-employment drug-testing.   Testing is needed for health, safety, and responsibility.  
 
Both groups; those who were favorable  
toward testing as well as those who were  
not favorable toward pre-employment  
drug-testing.    Drug use is characteristic of the industry. 
      
    Testing does not eliminate drug use. 
      
    Drug use is only one variable in performance. 
      
Alcohol use has a great impact on work performance 
but is not tested.  
 
 
Theme 1: Drug-Test Results are not Indicative of Employee Performance  
  The first theme that emerged from analysis of participant responses was 
the perception that the result of a drug test is not indicative of an individual’s 
work performance projections in foodservice.  Examples of responses tied to this 
theme included, “I believe that a restaurant should judge the employee based on 
their performance at work rather than if they fail a drug test,” “I don’t believe 
people are losing their jobs because the do drugs on their off time,” and “things 
done on your own time do not mean you will be a bad worker.”  With regards to 
test-results and accidents/injuries, many respondents expressed sentiments that 
“an accident is just that,” indicating that a drug-screen could not test for a 
person’s potential to have an accident.  More than one participant made note that 
drug-testing was not being performed to address work performance at all, but 
instead was conducted for insurance purposes.      
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Theme 2:  No Difference in Restaurants that Do and Do Not Test  
A number of respondents indicated that they had experienced 
employment in foodservice at both properties that did and did not use pre-
employment drug-testing screens, some having worked at properties before and 
after implementing such a procedure.  These respondents indicated that they saw 
no difference in absenteeism, turnover, or accidents/injuries at both types of 
property; an example statement to this effect being, “We currently do not drug 
test, while our casino partners do, and we have not seen a dramatic effect either 
way.”  Other participants indicated that their properties maintained above 
average success in the areas of absenteeism and turnover, despite the absence of 
a pre-employment drug test, “I work at a restaurant with no drug testing and 
most of our employees have been there for a year to eight years,” “my 
establishment does not test for drugs, and our employees have an excellent 
accident rate.”  
Theme 3:  Drug-testing is Unnecessary in Foodservice  
 A prominent theme found in the responses of participants who did not 
support the use of pre-employment drug-testing was that they perceived it to be 
unnecessary for the foodservice industry.  Respondents cited testing as “not 
needed for a job that is not hard or hazardous,” “an invasion of privacy,” and “a 
waste of time and money for restaurants.”   
Theme 4:  Testing is needed for Health, Safety, and Responsibility  
 Study participants who provided favorable remarks toward the use of 
this practice expressed perceptions related to a theme of “need for health, safety 
and responsibility.”  Participants indicated that they felt “having a drug-test will 
help to week out drug-users, who are not as responsible” and that “riskier 
lifestyle and poor decision making creates reliability issues.”  Other statements 
echoing this theme were, “Drug users have a higher chance of absenteeism due 
to illness and inability to work,” “people with healthy lifestyles (i.e. not users) 
miss work less often,” “a drug-free employee cares about their job and has better 
priorities,” and “drug use affects your performance and ability to act safety.”  
Statements included in this theme appeared to be based on the assumption that 
drug-testing would eliminate drug use, thus eliminating drug-using employees, 
thus reducing accidents, absenteeism, and turnover.  
Theme 5:  Drug-Use is Characteristic of the Industry   
Several respondents felt that drug-use was a characteristic of the 
foodservice industry.  This theme was seen in both groups (those ‘for’ and 
‘against’ the practice).  Respondents who were not in favor of the practice of pre-
employment drug-testing for foodservice positions indicated that some 
performance issues, such as high rates of turnover and accidents/injuries, were 
unavoidable characteristics in the industry; “the industry has historically had a 
high turnover rate due to the fact that many employees are using that place of 
employment as a transitional position while they pursue other career goals,” 
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“Minor burns and other injuries not worthy of mention to management are so 
prevalent among all employees that it is unlikely drug use is a contributing factor 
in the injury rate.  Major injuries, or those in which management are involved, are 
so exceedingly rare that luck, distraction, or general carelessness are more likely 
to be controlling factors than an employee being so affected by drugs during 
work hours that he/she is a danger to his/herself.”  Other participants cited that 
drug-use is characteristic of the industry, especially because foodservice “hires so 
many young people and people who need a second chance,” thus, testing is 
necessary for the labor pool from which the industry employs.        
Theme 6:  Testing Does Not Eliminate Drug Use      
 Another theme seen across groups of respondents was the impression 
that the use of a drug-test would not prevent a drug-user from obtaining 
employment within the organization.  Employees who did not support the use of 
a test felt that drug-using individuals could find a way to pass a drug-test, and still 
gain employment within the organization, thus defeating the purpose of this 
screening method; “You can easily pass a drug test if you are a user, so thinking 
only non-users are hired is a false assumption.  I know many people who did 
drugs daily, used a cleanser, got jobs, and went right back to drugs, even using 
them before shifts.”  Respondents who supported the use of a drug-test also 
indicated that it would not prevent all drug-users from obtaining employment, 
but would “help to reduce the number of drug-addicts that were hired, which 
were more of a problem than just drug users” as “addicts will have many issues 
that impact attendance – financial, health, domestic, and more.”       
Theme 7: Drug Use is Only One Variable in Performance    
Another theme found in participant responses was that they felt there were 
other factors related to restaurant employee work performance that have a more 
significant impact than drug use or the results of a drug-test.  It was proposed 
that absenteeism, for example, could be caused by many other issues, such as 
“children, daycare, divorce, sick friends and family members, and juggling two 
jobs at the same time.”  Similarly, participants found voluntary and involuntary 
termination to be caused by many more antecedents than drug use or drug test 
results, including “work environment, poor management, money, possibility of 
advancement, and other reasons...some people go into a restaurant and have 
certain expectations and they don’t happen so many people quit or they just 
don’t work out for the restaurant.”  Examples of other statements that support 
this theme were, “Just because a person don’t do drugs, doesn’t mean they are 
not lazy,” and “drug-tests can’t tell if a person is a good worker.”  
Theme 8: Alcohol Use has a Great Impact on Performance but is Not Assessed  
 A large number of respondents in both groups of participants indicated 
that drug use is being assessed, but not alcohol use – which seemed to be 
perceived as a substantial contributing factor to foodservice employee 
performance.  Statements that contributed to the development of this theme 
included, “Employees miss work due to alcohol use and hangovers, yet there is 
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no pre-employment alcohol test in place,” “Alcohol is legal and causes more 
absenteeism than any other substance,” “Alcohol use is responsible for many 
employee accidents and injuries,” “Alcohol plays a larger role than drugs,” and 
“this practice needs to be expanded to include alcohol testing.”  This sentiment 
that alcohol use cannot be overlooked when assessing work performance was 
present among both those in favor and opposition of pre-employment drug-
testing of foodservice employees.  
Discussion and Conclusion 
Results of this exploratory study displayed a theme of participant perception that 
drug use is characteristic of the foodservice industry – a sentiment found across 
responses, both those for and against the use of pre-employment drug-testing.  
This finding strongly reinforces the need for further investigation of the 
relationship.   
Another theme found across participant responses was the impression 
that the use of a drug-test would not prevent a drug-user from obtaining 
employment within the organization.  This phenomenon reinforced perceptions 
among those opposed to the practice that the screening process is a “waste of 
time and money,” while those in favor of the practice explained that the 
intention was not to eliminate drug users, but drug addicts.  The industry may 
benefit from an assessment of the intended results of the practice, as well as the 
distribution of information to employees as to “why” this policy is in place and 
the justice behind its adoption.  When employees understand why such a practice 
is in place, they may perceive it to be just, resulting in greater satisfaction / less 
dissonance.  This same approach may be applied to the response themes that 
testing does not eliminate drug use and that drug use is only one variable in 
performance. 
 More participants than not indicated that they did not consider pre-
employment drug-testing to have a meaningful impact on work performance, and 
that they were not generally supportive of the support of this practice.  In 
context, organizational justice theory proposes that when employees do not find 
a practice to have a meaningful impact, that they will see it as unjust, and seek to 
reduce any discomfort or dissonance they are feeling by way of cognition, 
attitude, or behavior adjustments.  This large percentage of employees that did 
not favor the use of this practice suggests that a large number of the population 
could be reacting negatively to the use of this test in establishments, and indicates 
a need for further investigation of this topic.     
It should be noted that this did not, however, represent a majority 
opinion - a finding that is especially interesting when combined with the findings 
of previous studies.  Kitterlin and Moreo (2012) found that rates of employee 
absenteeism, turnover, and accidents/injuries did not significantly differ between 
restaurants with and without a pre-employment drug-testing policy – implying 
that drug-testing does not impact work performance.  Despite this absence of 
intended results, a large number of foodservice managers and employees do 
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perceive the use of a pre-employment drug test as effective in improving 
organizational work performance.  It stands to reason that foodservice 
establishments using this testing could benefit from the conduction of a 
cost/benefit analysis and the communication of more information on the actual 
results.     
 An overwhelming number of participants noted the importance of 
including alcohol in discussions of substance abuse, work performance, and 
employee screening.  Respondents in favor of the practice indicated a need to 
include alcohol testing in the screening process.  Those opposed to the use of 
pre-employment drug-testing reasoned that alcohol is a more prevalent issue in 
foodservice performance, yet it is not included in the screening process.  This 
expressed consideration to the absence of attention to alcohol use may indicate 
an organizational justice issue among employees in the organization, when 
assessment and education/information may prove beneficial.  
Results clearly indicate the need for future research in this area.  One 
suggestion is quantification of this study; a larger number of participants subject 
to a quantitative survey may increase the generalizability of results.  Additionally, 
results indicated that many employees in the industry felt that drug-testing does 
not work and/or does not impact performance, indicating a possible need to re-
evaluate the methods by which drug-testing is conducted.  Another 
recommendation is to explore demographic differences in responses; of special 
interest would be a participant’s own drug-use, so as to compare behaviors with 
perceptions.  Finally, a survey of attitudes, perceptions, and beliefs of individuals 
employed in different industries may be beneficial.  The opportunities for further 
investigation of this topic are vast, and results may prove to be lucrative for the 
industry, as well as imperative to the safety and satisfaction of those the industry 
employs. 
The current study is not without limitations.  First, the researchers did 
not ask respondents to report on their personal drug use, which may be a 
confounding factor in their perception of the practice of pre-employment drug-
testing.  In addition, there was a lack of ability to return to participants to ask 
further follow-up questions.  Having future access to these respondents to 
investigate identified themes may have provided more in-depth and descriptive 
information.  Despite these limitations, the current study provided greater insight 
into hourly foodservice employees’ attitudes, beliefs, and perceptions of the use 
of pre-employment drug-testing in the industry.   
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